Roy Meachum 


|h U Disobedience 



Last summer when the mayor and 
board of aldermen voted to shut down 
one of my favorite Frederick spots, 
the following thoughts appeared in 
this space (“Bridge,” Aug. 1, 1990). 

“I come to mourn the passing of 
the Shookstown Road 
bridge. . .Over the years I have 
been constantly amazed at how the 
single span has brought out the best 
in local human nature. In sharing the 
narrow space there has been a con- 
sistent willingness to yield and 
wait. . .Crossing the Shookstown 
Road bridge commanded good 
manners. Its use demanded consid- 
eration and respect, in an old- 
fashioned way.” 

It turned out the obituary was 
premature. In moves that confused 
and perplexed me, the city fathers 
and mothers reversed themselves, 
several times. After weighing 
various options, they decided to keep 
the old single-lane's status quo, 
adding only the restriction there 
could be no left turn off Rosemont 
Avenue, to cross the bridge during 
the afternoon rush hour. 

Nevertheless, as far as I was con- 
cerned, the bridge was dead. Out of 
respect for neighborhood complaints 
aired in the original hearings, my old 
car no longer clanks over the lane’s 
boards. I find my way to the Golden 
Mile another way. 

Of course, through stories in this 
paper (and letters to the editor) I was 
not unaware that the bridge con- 
tinued to pose problems. Its 
neighbors remained upset. Some 
citizens objected to any restrictions 
on their "right” to use Shookstown 
Road. They honored the new signs by 
ignoring them. 

On their part, as far as I knew, the 
police were exercising amazing 
patience. With the mayor’s consent, 
Chief Richard Ashton prolonged the 
warning period, extending the grace 
before tickets were handed out to six 
long weeks, as duly reported in these 
pages. 

In short, with my voluntary with- 
drawal from the scene. I had 
assumed the negotiated arrange- 
ment for prolonging the bridge’s life 
was proceeding in a generally satis- 
factory manner. Boy, was I ever 
wrong! 

Last Saturday’s News-Post front 
page reported a squad of police 
spends most afternoons, between 3 


and 6 p.m., stacking up offending 
drivers along Shookstown Road and 
writing an estimated 30 to 40 tickets 
every working day. In all, since the 
left-turn restriction went into effect, 
more than 700 citizens have been 
hauled over. 

The story originated with the Fra- 
ternal Order of Police. Sgt. Pat 
O’Brien, the FOP’s new president, 
expressed his members' great dis- 
satisfaction, with the way Chief 
Ashton ordered its enforcement. 

Sgt. O’Brien’s brother cops think 
there are better means. On their 
behalf, he suggested a barrier that 
would make the forbidden left-turns 
impossible. He told the reporter that 
a single officer stationed in full view 
on Rosemont could wave potential 
law-breakers away. Both of the 
recommendations make good sense. 

The FOP president offered grave 
reservations that so many citizens 
were unnecessarily being treated to 
the negative side of law enforce- 
ment. The assigned officers were 
tired of being asked why they were 

not out catching drug dealers, for 
example. 

In addition, with the department’s 
forces already stretched more than 
paper thin, Sgt. O’Brien wondered 
aloud how the city could afford to tie 
up so many men and women on that 
one corner every day, and during the 
very hours when children were 
coming home from school. 

By way of reply, City Hall let it be 
known that the officers could be 
pulled off the ticket writing chores 
immediately, if the need arose. 

In a conversation, Mayor * Paul 
Gordon allowed as how the way the 
laws are enforced was no business of 
the "police union.” He explained: 
"This has nothing to do with working 
conditions.” » 

Furthermore, the mayor was less 
than pleased that Sgt. O'Brien had 
not come to him directly about the 
problem. “Pat was in my office 
Monday,” Mr. Gordon said. “He 
brought up nothing about the 
bridge.” 

According to the mayor, the ser- 
geant’s approaching this newspaper 
may have resulted from Mr. 
Gordon’s refusal to permit line 
officers to talk to media. At the 
present time, only the chief and his 
deputy can deal with the press. 

On my part, based on what I heard 


from various people wno ngurea m 
the story, I have a tendency to be- 
lieve that, in this case, the reporter 
was approached because the officers’ 
suggestions had been shot down 
within the department. Sgt. O’Brien 
appeared to be reacting to heat from 
FOP members, who resent being put 
on the spot in the public’s eye, when 
"better” methods were available. 
How far should departmental disci- 
pline extend? 

In any event, from parties 
involved, I learned that Maj. Ashton 
was fully aware of the FOP presi- 
dent’s contact with this newspaper, 
several days before,*, the story , 
appeared. 

The chief and the mayor had more 
than adequate warning before dead- 
line to compose a constructive reply 
to the suggestions publicly offered by 
Sgt. O’Brien. It seems to me they 
both copped out. How else to 
describe dismissing the FOP’s 
recommendations by denying the 
officers’ jurisdiction over how a 
regulation Is enforced. 

Contrary to the officials’ assertion, 

I found nothing in the story that 
suggested either the FOP or its 
president questioned the right of the 
mayor and board to pass any law that 
suits their fancy. 

In my mind, the latest rhubarb 
surrounding the bridge was com- 
pletely unnecessary. It represents a 
failure in communication, which 
seems one constant and continuing 
problem within city police head- 
quarters, but not the only one. 

Upon taking office, the mayor 
promised departmental reforms. He 
appointed a "blue ribbon” commis- 
sion, charged with fostering 
reforms. A year later little has 
changed, according to a number of 
officers on the beat. The Shookstown 
Road case backs them up. 

As the volume of tickets testify, at 
the very least, Frederick City Hall is 
now facing an act of general civil 
disobedience, and over a bridge that 
stood for years as the very symbol of 
this community’s "good manners.” 
That is doubly sad. 


